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Tribute to Harold S. Buttenheim: Founder 
of Tax Institute: 


Mr. HAROLD S. BUTTENHEIM, founder of the Tax Institute in 1932, is 
eighty years old this month. Many civic organizations and periodicals have 
taken advantage of this occasion to express public appreciation of Mr. Butten- 
heim’s distinguished services. 

It is particularly fitting that the Tax Institute observe this occasion since Mr. 
Buttenheim was the founder of the Institute and was for many years its presi- 
dent and financial sponsor. Many of the present members of the Institute may 
be interested in this little flashback to the origins of the organization as 
recorded by Mr. Buttenheim. It is a pleasure to note that many of the charter 
members of the Institute have maintained their interest and activity throughout 
the entire period of its existence. The Tax Institute membership has never 
experienced rapid growth, but it has maintained extraordinary stability. 

The origin of the Tax Institute was described’ by Mr. Buttenheim as follows 
at a membership luncheon on December 3, 1940: 


The earliest written record of our humble beginnings which my files contain is a 
letter from Dr. Mabel L. Walker, dated October 2, 1932, the first sentence of which 
reads: “The more I think it over the more I am impressed with the desirability of 
starting at this time an organization such as we have been discussing.” 


The discussions which brought forth this letter had had to do with the fact that while 
the needs and desires of special groups as to taxation were being constantly kept before 
the legislative eye and dinned into the legislative ear, there was lacking in the United 
States an organization of nation-wide membership and influence to represent the public 
point of view in matters of taxation. 

I had become acquainted with Miss Walker a few years before when, as a graduate 
student at Johns Hopkins University, she had applied to me, as editor of The American 
City, for financial and administrative data relating to cities in the United States. Both 
Miss Walker and I had come independently to the conclusion that there was needed 
in the United States an organization to supply to citizens basic and unbiased informa- 
tion relating to taxation and public expenditures. She had later mentioned to me her 
desire to carry on work of this character, perhaps by the creation of a department with 
this function in some already existing organization. My growing concern with problems 
of taxation and public finance made me desirous of starting a new organization in this 
field and I suggested to Miss Walker that she explore the possibilities in this connection 
and meanwhile I would underwrite the expenses of the undertaking. The cordial re- 
sponse received from tax economists, political scientists and others who were consulted 
convinced us of the worthwhileness of the enterprise. . . . 

The first public announcement that the League? was in process of formation was on 
December 19, 1932, this release stating that organization of the League would be com- 
pleted at a meeting to be held in Cincinnati on December 29, in connection ‘ith the 
annual conventions of the American Economic Association and affiliated societies. Prior 


1 This issue has been purposely kept short, in order to make it possible to supply the 
members with MUNICIPAL PROGRESS DURING THE TWENTIETH CENTURY, 
the April, 1956, issue of The American Journal. of ‘Economics and Sociology, a testi- 
monial issue in honor of Mr. Buttenheim, edited by. the executive director of the Tax 
Institute. 

2 The name adopted in 1932 was General Welfare ‘Tax League. This was changed to 
Tax Policy League in 1934 and to Tax Institute in-1940. 
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to this Cincinnati meeting we secured the promise of a very representative group of 
economists, political scientists, and business men to constitute an Advisory Council for 
the infant then struggling to be born. We even showed our faith in the new venture to 
the extent of printing a program for what we optimistically—and accurately—desig- 
nated as our First Annual Meeting. . . . 

Some paragraphs from Miss Walker’s discussion at that meeting of “Practical Prob- 
lems Confronting the League” seem especially worth quoting just now: 


If we have correctly interpreted the social need which we believe exists, if we 
feel that we have the power to grow into an organization that will fill that need, 
and if we can gain the necessary financial foothold to keep going during the try- 
ing early stages, then I believe that we are justified in the attempt to build up 
such an organization, even though one can discern in its early stages only a 
slight foreshadowing of its later development. 

. .. It has no magic formula which needs merely a huge broadcasting agency. 
It cannot send out glib orators by the score to use high pressure methods for 
advancing its cause. Its policies must reflect serious judgment and must be carried 
out by trained workers. The very sincerity of its purpose makes for complexity 
and precludes a mushroom growth. 

The problem of building up an organization to represent the public welfare 
in the complicated matters of tax policy is much more difficult than the creation 
of a pressure group rallying around a simple and easily grasped slogan. It will 
not get the financial support that is being granted so freely to the ubiquitous 
economy organizations and it will not arouse the moral fervor that single track 
reform movements are able:to inspire. We are hoping to carry on a program of 
solid and substantial: achievements rather than to indulge in spectacular activities. 


This historical: record would not be complete without special mention of thirteen 
members of the original Advisory Council who are still serving on that body or as 
active members of the League.3 These are: Elizabeth Faulkner Baker, Charles A. Beard, 
Harold S. Buttenheira, Harold W. Dodds, Ralph E. Flanders, Harold W. Guest, Jens P. 
Jensen, Lewis L. Lorwin, Mabel Newcomer, Ernest Minor Patterson, Harvey W. Peck, 
Lawson Purdy, and Thomas H. Reed. 


Following are some comments relating to the objectives of the Institute by 
other speakers at the same luncheon meeting: 


Jens P. JENSEN, University of Kansas 


There will be, I believe, no diminution in the desire of the founders to render use- 
ful, reliable service, in the way of tax information, especially to those classes of popula- 
tion which need it most, particularly those upon whom an antiquated tax system 
weighed most heavily. This task may change with time, with respect to particular classes 
involved; but always I expect the Tax Institute to be able to adapt itself readily. The 
program now going on-is reassuring on that score. 


Maset Newcomer, Vassar College 


In these days of pressure groups a disinterested educational organization becomes of 
increasing importance to bewildered citizens. And the growing membership of the Tax 
Institute is ample evidence that it is successfully meeting an important need in this 
particular field of government. I hope the organization will continue to be a leader in 
this field. 


ERNEST MINOR PATTERSON, University of Pennsylvania 
The founders of the League had in mind a thoroughly objective approach to the 


3 The following five members of the original Advisory Council are still active members 
of the Institute: Harold S. Buttenheim, Ralph E. Flanders, Mabel Newcomer, Lawson 
Purdy, and Thomas H. Reed. 
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problems of taxation and the history of the League makes it clear that these purposes 
have been kept constantly in mind and that a large number of the anticipated results 
have been realized. 


Mark Elsner, Member of the New York Bar and 
formerly Collector of Internal Revenue of New York 

First, let me establish my faith in our Tax Institute by saying that I believe our 
potential role is without limits. .. . 

But more specifically, the Tax Institute will serve as an independent, non-profit, 
objective, scholarly agency for the gathering of material bearing on the economics and 
sociology of our tax picture. This information it can make available to both lay and 
professional people as well as to government officials and legislators. 

. . » Potentially, the Tax Institute can perform this important service better than 
any existing agency. 


Haro_p M. Groves, University of Wisconsin 


I am nevertheless of the opinion that the Tax Institute can carry its burden of proof 
and can amply justify its existence. Perhaps some duplication may not be amiss in so 
important a field. Its symposiums are a unique feature. But most important, I think, is 
the preparation of carefully prepared information in convenient form concerning cur- 
rent problems and events in taxation. I think these publications are very valuable not 
only to members but to the general public. Available pamphlet material on tax issues is 
exceedingly rare. 


James W. Martin, Director, Bureau of Business Research, University of Kentucky 


Aside from the annual symposium on particular tax problems, it seems that the 
most fruitful work of our Institute in the years that are immediately ahead is likely to 
lie in assembling and analyzing the facts of American state taxation. At some points, 
obviously—even if the program were restricted to this purpose, a limitation that may 


be undesirable—the work would involve study of local and of federal revenue problems. 

. .. The fact that the Tax Policy League has established its reputation largely on 
the basis of such studies as are suggested is a good reason why the same general research 
policy should be continued with renewed vigor in the light of increased security. Even 
without the trail-blazing work in the accumulation and study of state tax collection 
data, one may cite as evidence on this point almost the whole file of Tax Policy. 


Maser L. WALKER, Executive Director, Tax Institute 


Each one of the major activities of the Tax Policy League has been in response to a 
need and a demand. 

Perhaps I should say a word or two about what the Tax Institute has not been 
created to do. It is not designed to render tax services of a commercial nature. It has 
no facilities (nor does it intend to develop any) to assist individuals or corporations in 
the making of tax returns, the cutting down of tax payments or similar activities. There 
are commercial organizations in the field that are willing to perform these services at 
a price. It does not anticipate making audit surveys of governmental units. Again there 
are other organizations for this purpose. 

It does not propose to carry on legislative activity or become a propaganda agency. 
It does not propose to be a technical organization for technicians in the tax field. This 
role is already being admirably filled by other organizations. It will continue to try to 
supply basic tax information in a simplified form which can be utilized by both layman 
and tax expert. 

In a democracy where the citizens have the ultimate responsibility for the financing 
and administration of government, accurate and unbiased information is fundamental 
to the efficient functioning of democracy. If the Tax Institute can furnish such infor- 
mation in ever-increasing measure to an ever-increasing number of citizens, it will have 
performed ,a useful function. 
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